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ABSTRACT 
The study was aimed to investigate the audience's reception of hoax news about Coronavirus-19 (COVID-19) that spread 
in Indonesian the media (between April and June 2020) and the news impacts on society when dealing with COVID-19 
pandemic. This research employed a descriptive qualitative study using a receptive analysis approach. The results 
showed that public reception of hoax news related to COVID-19 led to an active, constructive meaning of news 
encoding-decoding with meaning that tended to be of negotiation to adapt to their situation. In addition, the study also 
discovered that the tendency of opposition in decoding the news led the participants to reject the hoax news of COVID-
19 altogether. Thus, hoax news related to COVID-19 did not significantly affect the audiences’ perceptions, but the 
news even positively strengthens the audiences’ attitude against the news itself. Indonesian audiences as described in 
this study are not easily led to the media’s propaganda, but they are academically-capable to respond and filter 
information about COVID-19 in the media. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
The media is the source of both enlightening and 
misleading information. The World Health 
Organization (WHO) stated that the novel coronavirus 
(COVID-19 virus) has spread all over the world [1] and 
Indonesia has becomes one of the most-affected 
countries [2] [3]. The media have carried out the duties 
[4] to broadcast public health emergencies during 
COVID-19 epidemic. However, the health information 
in the media is sometimes inaccurate as there are a lot 
of misleading news circulated [5]. The Indonesian 
Ministry of Communication and Informatics, through 
the AIS Team of the Directorate General of Aptika, 
until May 5, 2020, has detected 1,401 hoax contents 
spread through digital platforms (kominfo.go.id, 2020). 
The infodemic (overabundance of both accurate and 
inaccurate information/news on pandemic that 
significantly impede people in finding trustworthy 
news) adds the challenges which society face during the 
pandemic [6], threatens public health [7], and becomes 
another virus for its readers. As a result, people become 
more depressed, stressed, and panicked [8] and cause 
big worry [9]. WHO stated that infodemic spreads 
quickly through social the media and potentially 
becomes more dangerous virus than the COVID-19 
virus itself [10] [11].  
People tend to access information about COVID-19 
virus via the media [12]. Studies of the media as a 
source of information and knowledge of COVID-19 
virus have reported three main findings. First, the 
media, as a source of news and information about the 
pandemic, have been widely exposed to the public [13]. 
Second, the media have an excellent opportunity to 
directly communicate health information regarding 
COVID-19 to the public [14]. Third, the media is an 
essential tool that to increase public awareness against 
COVID-19 virus [10]. These findings indicate that the 
media, as a news source, plays a big role in showing 
people that COVID-19 is a global issue to deal with 
collectively. 
However, massive amount of news spread in the 
media has caused the public to be confused and 
anxious. Unknowingly, the media have presented much 
information that creates a negative stigma associated 
with COVID-19 virus. Examples of negative stigma 
attached to COVID-19 include labellingCOVID-19 as 
China virus [15], hazardous virus which threatens the 
safety of the world [9] [16], and a deadly virus [17], 
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labeling COVID-19 patients and even cornering 
COVID-19 patients and their family [18]. 
The purpose of this paper is to fill in the gaps in the 
existing studies which position the media as a source of 
information needed by society. This research focused 
on the public reception of hoax, confusing, invalid, and 
even misleading news. It is essential to understand the 
public reception regarding the context of COVID-19 
virus hoax news because the media has played an 
increasingly important role since the announcement of 
COVID-19 as a global pandemic by the WHO [9] and 
the growing significance of access to the media during 
pandemic. The research problem investigated were 
formulated as follows: (a) how does the media present 
COVID-19 hoax news? (b) what is the public reception 
of COVID-19 hoax news?; and (c) does COVID-19 
hoax news affect the public?  
The widespread of COVID-19 hoax news in the 
media are motivated by several factors, including 
human’s innate curiosity, modern communication 
technology, and confirmation bias. The media in 
Indonesia can significantly influence the public who 
follow and trust the media to disseminate information 
and to persuade them to fight COVID-19 pandemic. 
The public may follow recommendations given in the 
media. The current study employed a different 
argument, that people’s literacy and cultural awareness 
may influence them to avoid reading news since it may 
cause a new virus that plagues and afflicts the 
community. 
People use the media as the source of information 
and knowledge. People can choose from a vast 
selection of the media which provide abundant 
information. There are at least three trends in the media. 
First is the effect of the media, in which the media, as a 
source of information) influence society. Second is that 
infodemic (confusing news of COVID-19 pandemic 
which circulates widely) increases people’s anxiety and 
it eventually becomes a new burden heavier than 
COVID-19 virus itself, third is the audience reception 
of the media, where people show a sense of maturity in 
reading/viewing news in the media. 
1.1. The media effect 
People access the media to get information and 
news quickly [19] [20]. Mitchell et al. [21] mentioned 
that construction of news in the media plays the most 
crucial part in influencing their readers’ views on 
certain issues [22] [23]. As a result, the media reality 
may replace social reality [24]. Since the media can 
reach wider audiences [20], the media have the power 
to change audiences’ viewpoints [25] [26] [20], either 
influencing positively by providing evidence-based 
information to the public [27] or negatively by 
presenting fake news (hoaxes) and acting against the 
government’s programs [28] by spreading unreliable 
rumors [27]. Hoax news is perilous [29] and it causes 
significant negative social effects [30] because it is 
aimed to deceive and create misunderstanding among 
readers [31]. 
1.2. Infodemic (false news on virus) on the 
media 
A huge number of information and infodemic news 
about COVID-19 pandemic has been published and 
shared on social the media and social networking sites 
between March and June 2020 [32] [33]. Briand, cited 
in [27] suggested that the virus outbreak will be 
accompanied by misinformation and disturbing. The 
media repeat and perpetuate inaccurate news which 
eventually threatens the public health and harms people 
[34]. Hoax news also creates fear, confusion, negative 
stigma, and makes those who are vulnerable, take 
actions that are not based scientifically strong evidence 
[35], in addition to affecting mental health and 
community welfare [32] [13]. Dr. Ghebreyesus 
(Director General of WHO), stated that during a 
pandemic, people fight against the epidemic and 
infodemics [34], in line with Andrew Pattison (WHO 
manager of digital business solutions manager,) who 
asserts that infodemics spread faster than viruses [33] 
due to the media exposure [36]. Therefore, the alarming 
spread of infodemics becomes a big problem to 
overcome. The most important thing to do during the 
virus outbreak is to ensure people do the correct things 
to control the disease and reduce its effects. In other 
words, the focus in not only to ensure people are well 
informed, but also to ensure people can act 
appropriately [27]. 
1.3. Audiences’ Reception of The media 
Understanding a news story requires psychological 
and cognitive readiness [37]. People with better verbal 
skills and understanding will understand the encoding 
concept and get ready to change their situations and 
emotions accordingly [38]. The media plays a vital role 
in the universal socialization process, which develops a 
person's perceptions, thoughts, and behavior [39], 
especially when the person gains personal awareness of 
his/her culture and social order. The invasion of news 
in the media is a great challenge for the public. The 
media has freedom in presenting great variety and 
volume of information which allows Readers can 
choose news according to their interest [40]. Thus, it is 
crucial to explore how the media represent reality in 
order to understand how meaning is determined [41]. 
The audience must realize that reality conveyed by the 
media is not reality as it is, but an edited, framed reality 
to better suit the media’s ideology, goals, and interests 
[42] [41] [43].  




The process of reading news is determined by the 
audience’s reception of the news [41] [44]. The media 
audiences may have different responses to the media 
messages due to the audiences’ factors, including social 
position, gender, age, ethnicity, occupation, 
experience, beliefs, and ability to receive notifications 
[45] [46] [47]. Thus, news reading process may have 
various effects on the audiences. Hall [41] mentioned 
three ways of decoding, interpreting, and reading the 
media. First is dominant-hegemonic position; it is a 
condition in which an audience completely accepts the 
meaning of a message and fully follows the sender’s 
dominant value expressed in the media’s preferred 
reading. Second is negotiated position, in which an 
audience mostly understands what is defined and 
signaled in the news; the audience may agree with parts 
of the news and disagree with other parts. The third one 
is oppositional position, which is audience receives a 
code or message, but he/she reshapes it with an 
alternative code. In an extreme form, groups of 
audiences may have different views and may 
immediately reject the viewpoint of the message. The 
audience disagrees with the dominant value expressed 
in the media’s "preferred reading". 
2. METHOD 
This study aimed to investigate the audience's 
reception of COVID-19 hoax news reported in the 
media. This research employed a descriptive qualitative 
study using Hall’s reception analysis approach. Bogdan 
and Taylor in Moleong [48] stated that a qualitative 
descriptive researcher collects written or spoken 
descriptive data from people’s observable behaviors. 
Meanwhile, the reception analysis approach views 
news audience as the producer of meaning. Using Hall's 
encoding-decoding theory, the authors intended to 
explain the process of encoding information contained 
in the media. Reception analysis was employed to 
understand the text in the media by understanding how 
news producers and consumers respond texts 
differently. The media producers can encode specific 
messages rooted in their understanding and social 
context (encoding). When these texts are read, the 
decoding process takes place, and meanings are created 
through the news audience’s experience.  
The data were collected through observation, 
interviews, and documentation techniques. The authors 
observed and documented news published in four 
online news websites (sindo.com, vivanews.com, 
okezone.com, and cnnindonesia.com). News 
documented from these media were used as a news 
source and utilized as interview materials. In-depth 
interviews were conducted to examine the audience's 
reception of hoax news related to COVID-19 
pandemic. The data were analyzed through three 
processes, namely (1) restatement of interview data, 
which became the materials of reception of (encoding 
and decoding) hoax news related to COVID-19, and 
classification of data based on the interpretation of 
Hall’s encoding-decoding theory, (2) description 
process to determine the data patterns and trends, and 
(3) interpretation process to understand the meaning 
contained in a statement. The data which have been 
thematically reduced were displayed in the forms of 
images, interview excerpts, and related photos. In the 
final stage, the authors verified the data to understand 
the data deeply and comprehensively. 
3. FINDINGS 
The mass media have become a trusted source of 
information since the spread of COVID-19 virus in 
Indonesia. COVID-19-related news has circulated 
massively in the media since March 2020. The media 
published very diverse news, including news on the 
global growth of COVID-19 virus, the increasing 
number of COVID-19 patients in Indonesia and 
globally, prevention, cure, and treatment of COVID-19. 
The media published news related to COVID-19 so that 
people can understand well information about COVID-
19. Observation on news in these the media also 
indicated the emergence of hoax news related to 
COVID-19 pandemic, particularly news regarding 
irrational treatment and care of COVID-19 patients. 
Much of the published news was not supported by valid 
data, but people used the news as a guide. The amount 




3.1. Hoax News about COVID 19 Virus in the 
media 
The spread of hoax news about COVID-19 
potentially hurt the public and cause panic, confusion, 
depression, and stress among people. These negative 
effects emerge because news was published without 
first verifying the validity and accuracy of the data. 
Following are examples of news about COVID-19 
pandemic published in the media: 
 
  




Table 1. Hoax News about COVID 19 Virus in the media  
 
Figure 1. displays news about camel urine which was believed to prevent 
and cure COVID-19 infection. The tip was quoted from Mehdi Sabili (an 
Iranian traditional healer). The news was published in Okezone.com 




Figure 2. shows that the United States citizens performing dangerous 
practices such as drinking bleach soap and cleaning fluids to protect 
against COVID-19 virus. The news was published in sindonews.com 




Figure 3. shows a news about recovered COVID-19 patients who have to 
continuously consume blood thinners, Hasan, an Internal Medicine 
Specialist interviewed by Vivanews suggested that the report was fake. 
Hasan suggested that COVID-19 patients may experience blood clotting, 
so they need to consume anticoagulants (anti-clotting medication) to 
slow down blood clotting. Few people know that blood clotting 
(coagulation) is different with thrombosis The news was published in 
viva.co.id website on June 6, 2020 (accessed June 8, 2020).  
https://www.viva.co.id/ragam/cek-fakta/1278423-pasien-sembuh-corona-
harus-rutin-minum-pengencer-darah-faktanya?medium=autonext   
 
COVIDCOVID-19Figure 4. shows that COVID-19 patients have 
recovered after drinking Pancasila herbal concoction. However, the 
hospital staff who treated the patient could not confirm whether the 
patient’s recovery was due to drinking the concoctions or due to weeks 
of hospitalization. Further research was needed.. The news was 





Figure 5. displays the use of nicotine to heal COVID-19 infection. In 
fact, nicotine, which is also found in cigarettes, is strictly prohibited by 
health institutions because of its toxicity and potential chronic diseases. 
Health workers opposed the use of nicotine to treat COVID-19 patients. 
One of arguments is that nicotine may prevent COVID-19 infection, but 
other toxins in cigarettes may exacerbate COVID-19 symptoms. The 
news was published in cnnindonesia.com website on April 24, 2020 








The news in table 1 is categorized as hoax news. 
The tips shared in the news are not suitable for public 
consumption because these tips have not been 
scientifically tested to be used to cure COVID-19 
infection. To date, the cure of COVID-19 infection 
has not been found yet. Meanwhile, the most 
frequently cited reason for the COVID-19 patients’ 
recovery was the treatment provided by the medical 
team and the health service center. The medical 
service and the hospital care of COVID-19 patients 
were swift, and effective. It also follows the 
government and WHO’s health protocols. 
 
3.2. Public Reception of Hoax News About 
COVID-19 
The large amount of news of COVID-19 
pandemic causes inevitable diverse public reception. 
The current study found that the audience's reception 
of hoax news brought up several statements as an 
understanding and reading of the circulating 
information. The audiences’ statements of reception 
(based on the audiences’ gender, educational 
background and occupation, and their reasons) 
caused the emergence of meaning categories, as 
shown in the Table 2.  
T Table 2. Public Receptiooax News About COVID-19 
Initials Gender Background Statement Reason Type of meaning 
An 
 
Female Housewife  Just live normally. (Getting tired) of 
reading hoax news. 
Oppositional position. 
Ba Female Entrepreneur  (I do) not follow the 
circulating hoax 
news is better. 
Hoax news is exhausting 
and dangerous to one’s 
mind. 
Oppositional position 
Ma Female Lecture I am disappointed 
with the circulating 
news.  
The (hoax) news doesn't 
make any sense. 
Oppositional position 
Li Female Housewife COVID-19 news is 
not everyday news. 
Misguided news. Oppositional position 
An Female Teacher Just ignore the hoax 
news. 





Female Housewife  Just calm down and 
disregard the news. 
(that is) a scary story, (it 





Male Army We recommend 
filtering (and 
selecting) accurate 
news to read. 
Sometimes the media 
likes to experiment 
(casually). 
Negotiated position 
Bh Male Entrepreneur  It's okay to try and 
follow the 
suggestions in the 
media. 
There may be a point. Negotiated position 
Sg Male Lecture Just ignore it  (the 
hoax news). 
Search for valid news 
and correct solution. 
Oppositional position 
Que Female Psychiatrist  No one should 
blindly believe it. 
Lead to misconceptions. Oppositional position 
Fa Female Doctor The news is not fit 
for consumption. 
All medical-related 
theories are data-based. 
An individual person’s 
case cannot be a 
theoretical proof. 
Oppositional position 
Im Male Student Hoax news only 
seeks sensation. 
One should review the 
validity of news. 
published by overly 
impulsive (unstable) the 
media.  
Oppositional position 
Source: Research, 2020 
 




Each receptive action of news encoded by the media 
has provided each audience with different understanding 
due to the following factors: 
1. There has been uncertainty among society in the first 
three months of COVID-19 pandemic in Indonesia. 
The society could not determine when the pandemic 
would end. The situation got worse with the spread of 
hoax news regarding COVID-19. Many feared that 
reading/viewing COVID-19 hoax news would disrupt 
their mental conditions and cause panic and 
depression. Thus, many people avoid hoax news 
related to COVID-19 to maintain their mental well-
being during COVID-19 pandemic. 
2. Educated members of society did not take the 
information and news circulating in the media for 
granted before they understood the scientific 
evidence, as well as the accuracy of data and their 
sources. Likewise, these educated society members 
would not be easily swayed by the media’s framing, 
vision and mission because they knew that COVID-
19-related news and health information should adhere 
the WHO's health standards. 
3. The digital natives could filter news that is fit for 
consumption. These generations thought practically 
because their lives always intersect with the media 
and inseparable from broadcasting. If the 
disseminated information and news are beneficial, the 
process of understanding the news will be carried out 
continuously. On the other hand, since the accuracy 
of information and news sources related to COVID-
19 are very important, the digital natives would avoid 
news which stands to create contradicting or 
competing discourse.  
3.3. The Effect of Hoax News on The News 
Audiences 
The media is the primary source of information in the 
“living side by side with COVID-19” era. the encoding-
decoding processes run in synergy massively. The 
published news is an essential source of information 
during COVID-19 pandemic. Apart from the media 
providers’ and companies’ rights to publish news related 
to COVID-19, the news audiences have also involved in 
giving meaning to the news published in the media. The 
published hoax news of COVID-19 did not necessarily 
affect the audiences to follow and believe the news 
content. For example, the irrational COVID-19 healing 
procedures reported in okezone.com, sindonews.com, 
vivanews.com, cnnindonesia.com websites, used 
sensitive and debatable news titles. The audiences who 
blindly accepted the news may contract another 
infodemic hoax news virus. 
Representation of the public response to the hoax and 
misleading news related to COVID-19 pandemic can be 
seen from several excerpts of interviews below: 
"... I am very disappointed with the news circulated in 
the media, (I feel) sad and (the hoax news) get 
increasingly unreasonable, it (the spread of hoax news) 
does not calm down the public, instead it makes situation 
becomes more unsettling. It negatively influences the 
community to become mentally stubborn and ultimately 
distrust the government." (source, interview, Mn, June 
11, 2020) 
The public’s disappointment in hoax news published 
in the media has become a cause of social restlessness. 
The confusing and inaccurate news in the media has 
contributed to the development of distrust of the 
government’s policies. Eventually, many people echoed 
their criticisms. Despite sensitive and frontal news about 
COVID-19 in the media, people will consistently remain 
to face COVID-19 by totally surrendering one selves to 
Allah SWT, such as shown in the following excerpt. 
"…Those horrible news (regarding the virus) should 
not be published in the media, because there is only one 
COVID-19 medicine, namely tawakkal (complete 
surrendering all matters) to Allah. " (source, interview, 
Rn, June 12, 2020)  
Respondents of the current study suggested that the 
excessive and inaccurate news tends to only benefit the 
media. The media may use hoax news to lead their 
audiences and to increase their website traffics, which 
solely sides with the media. 
"... When the media displays excessive and proactive 
headlines, they do so to promote their interest, which is 
to increase the media’s website traffic." (Source, 
interview, Qn, June 14, 2020)  
Ideally, all health-related news should be based on 
data and facts, scientific proofs. In addition, news should 
be informative and transformative because news in the 
media is the primary key to reconstruct audiences’ 
respective social cultures. 
"... COVID-19 is strongly related to human beings’ 
health, so (patients’) treatment should not be based on 
individual’s casual manner; it is essential to read medical 
doctor’s information." (source, interview, Fr, June 17, 
2020)  
Statements on receptive actions towards hoax news 
have more or less influence on determining public 
attitudes. Pragmatically, the audiences have become 
more careful in reading/viewing information in the 
media, especially news related to COVID-19. It becomes 
increasingly important for people to only select and read 
news published by health and medication-related 
institutions. 
4. DISCUSSION 
The media is expected to be able to act as a neutral 
institution that delivers honest and factual information to 




the public during COVID-19 pandemic. The media has a 
responsibility to stimulate social transformation in 
various dimensions of people's lives [40] [49] as the 
community should also provide benefits to others and the 
environment [50]. Therefore, it is crucial to understand 
the relationship between the structure and ideology of the 
information published in the media [51]. Apart from 
managerial and market demands, the facts have shown 
hoax news related to COVID-19 have presented in both 
mainstream the media and social the media. The news 
about camel urine, clothes bleach, blood thinners, 
nicotine, Pancasila herbal concoctions have indicated that 
the media in this study intend not only to convey 
information or to entertain, but they also bring their  and 
sensitive and promotional (propaganda) purposes. In line 
with Abdullah [52], the media consciously plan 
propaganda to build significant power in influencing 
audiences. Besides, during the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
media are involved in institutional domination 
(supremacy), which is effective in spreading COVID-19 
information. Gramsci (1971, 1977) states that the media 
is a hegemonic institution which operate through content 
and news ideas combined with production and 
distribution practices [53] and the public as a public space 
for the media news. 
The public reception of COVID-19 hoax news spread 
in the media does not affect the audiences’ perceptions, 
but it rather strengthens their tendency to positively deal 
with COVID-19 pandemic. This is because the 
Indonesian audiences nowadays are not uninformed. 
Since the pandemic is a global problem, the public put 
efforts together to create a conducive situation. The 
launched literacy movement has stimulated the society to 
adopt careful culture of reading/viewing news in the 
media. The media, whose main focus is as a medium for 
early health communication tool [9], has been optimized 
and placed as a source of inspiration to lead the society 
to a more positive image of the media utilization. It is a 
manifestation of the idea that knowledge is a social 
construction [54], which is very substantive in the 
process of externalization, subjectivity, and 
internalization [55] of the reception of encoding-
decoding news in the media. Likewise, the media can 
simultaneously form diverse public opinions in the social 
process, which tend to be constructed, a priori, or even 
cynical [56]. 
 The audiences’ diverse tendency in massively 
searching for information in the media in order to reduce 
anxiety during the pandemic should be appreciated. In 
other words, the media must represent an institution that 
can instill educational values to the public by offering 
latest and reliable information about COVID-19 [57] and 




This study has discovered several important findings. 
First, the audience reception of hoax news of COVID-19 
raises an active, constructive meaning of news encoding-
decoding receptions. The active, constructive meaning is 
based on the audiences who are academically established 
and have attained literacy awareness. The public can 
respond wisely even during the uncertain pandemic 
situation and the spread of hoax news as a new virus. 
Second, the media have to be neutral, not just focusing 
on increasing their website traffics by presenting splashy, 
misleading news. The media with their rights and 
capabilities as an educational institution, should 
endeavor to lead the readers dealing with the pandemic. 
Third, another important thing to do is to restore the 
media's function as a source of information and 
knowledge. The media should provide valid and reliable 
content and news sources according to society’s needs. 
This study has at least two technical limitations. First, the 
data collection only covers several months of news 
reporting at the beginning of COVID-19 pandemic, while 
the pandemic itself has clearly not ended yet. Secondly, 
The news audiences’ situation is dynamic and the news 
in the media has always changed rapidly. Therefore, 
follow-up studies that investigate audiences’ reception of 
news in different segments are necessary to obtain more 
comprehensive pictures.  
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